Choline acetyltransferase and substance P-like immuno-reactivity in the human spinal cord: changes in amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.
The topographic location of the enzyme choline acetyltransferase (ChAT) has recently been determined within the human spinal cord. ChAT, which is regarded as a specific marker of cholinergic structures in nervous tissue, showed an area of high activity in the ventrolateral part of the ventral horn, probably related to motor neurons. In addition, an area of high ChAT activity was found in the apical part of the dorsal horn. As amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) is characterized by progressive degeneration of the cortico-spinal tracts and the lower motor neurons, we considered it of value to investigate the involvement of spinal cholinergic structures in this disorder. Substance P is regarded as the transmitter of incoming pain signals to the dorsal horn of the spinal cord, a subject recently reviewed by Marx. As disturbed sensation of pain is not a symptom of ALS, there seemed reason to correlate the spinal concentration of this peptide with the activities of ChAT in ALS.